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Abstract 
Cluster school is a new model established for enhancing educational excellence in Malaysia. By design it requires 
site-based management operations, but in practice it is not so. Successful operations of such an initiative needs to 
pay attention to the scope, decision making powers, and open and honest interaction among its members. In 
addition, it also needs to be focused on aspects related to human resource management, student performance 
improvement, fund management, and educational process transformation. Findings indicate that successful 
implementation of the cluster school initiative needs a three-pronged approach: learning and mental reorientation on 
the part of the school community to accommodate the new concept of school-based management; autonomous 
decision making powers bestowed on the school administration to make decisions in areas such as teacher 
recruitment and student selection for effective results; and transformational leadership development of school heads 
to lead the changes. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Keywords: School-based management; cluster school; transformational leadership; Malaysia. 
1. Introduction  
In January 2007, The Malaysian National Education Blueprint (NEB) 2006-2010 which lays the foundation for 
education development over a five-year period was launched. One initiative under the NEB was the establishment of 
the ‘cluster schools’ program. This was basically aimed at enhancing quality of education and producing excellent 
students in Malaysian schools. Under this program, academically well performing schools will be selected and 
placed under certain ‘clusters of excellence’. The clusters of excellence are usually built around selected niche areas 
such as sports, music, sciences, languages, and information and communication technology (Ministry of Education, 
2006). Each cluster school is to work on its identified niche area and is expected to achieve world standards.   
In the original outline of the cluster school program, the Ministry of Education was targeting for an initial batch 
of 300 schools. As of 2009 when this study was undertaken, only 30 schools had been granted the cluster school 
status. The schools have been selected based on various criteria such as academic performance, character building, 
leadership, school environment, school management, and excellent utilization of human resources, expertise, 
* Suseela Malakolunthu. Tel.: +603-7967-5126; fax: +603-7967-5010. 
E-mail address: suseela@um.edu.my 
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Suseela Malaklolunthu and Faizah Shamsudin / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1488–1492 1489
performance in the Primary School Assessment Examination (PSAE) and dedication of teachers and head teachers. 
The benefits for the cluster schools are: school heads given autonomy in five key areas namely human resources, 
school funds, student intake, teaching and learning, examinations and evaluation; school heads can choose some of 
their staff, for example, experts or coaches; funds will be channelled directly to schools; schools to be given the 
freedom to choose 10 per cent of their student intake and schools can offer additional subjects not provided in the 
national curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2006).        
2. The Rosewood Cluster School  
The Rosewood elementary school was one of the first cluster schools launched in Peninsular Malaysia in 2007. It 
was awarded the status of a cluster school for consistent excellent academic performance as well as established track 
record for effective school management. The school was also declared as the best school in the nation for its 
academic achievement in the Primary School Assessment Examination (PSAE) from 2002 to 2004 and again from 
2006 to 2008. In addition to academic performance, the Rosewood cluster school has also been recording 
outstanding performance in co-curricular activities and non academic fields.   
This school was established as a ‘mission school’ during the 1920s. Throughout its history, the school has 
maintained a strong reputation of educational excellence. The school’s ongoing commitment to excellence, 
continuously improving its management, and keeping its teachers and students engaged in academic and co-
curricular activities over many years has earned it a listing as a high performing and effective school. The school has 
contributed extensively to educational excellence since it started and has very good track records in producing many 
national female leaders and professionals. Academic excellence is one of the criteria to be a cluster school. The 
members of the school use slogans such as “Aim high and reach the stars” and “Be the best and beat the rest” to 
motivate the students toward academic excellence. In the words of the head teacher, “Academic excellence has 
become part of the school culture. This culture of academic excellence impacts a strong value and strength to the 
school. Their high spirits and ever enthusiastic nature to excel and to compete amongst them to emerge top of the 
class have contributed toward the achievement of high performance year after year.” 
Besides academic excellence, the high performance of the children in co-curriculum is also factored in the 
selection of the cluster school. The Rosewood primary school was already well known for its excellence in the areas 
of choral speaking and brass band performance. In choral speaking, it emerged as a champion at national level and 
every year it has been in the finals at the national level. It is also famous for its brass band in the region for its 
excellent performance. Based on these, choral speaking and brass band were assigned as the niche areas for this 
cluster school. In addition, the Arabic language was also identified as a niche area for this school.   
3. Method 
This study used a qualitative case study approach for it is considered as the most appropriate approach to study 
educational issues that involve processes and it aids in looking at the issues in depth, providing an in-depth 
explanation of a bounded system based on extensive data collection (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). Respondents 
for the case study included the head teacher, three senior assistants, and three teachers. With this the total number of 
respondents is seven. Data were collected and triangulated through intensive interviews, general observation of the 
school and analysis of policy and school documents.  Each respondent was interviewed once; in some cases follow-
up interviews were carried out for verification purposes. The interviews were based on a portfolio of semi-
structured, open-ended questions that gave opportunities for generous articulation and opened up avenues for further 
probing. Documents related to cluster school management, policy papers, minutes of school staff meetings, school 
management reports, teachers’ manuals, certificates of recognition, rewards, photographs, and newspaper cuttings 
on the school were reviewed. Direct observations were also carried out to capture the real picture of the cluster 
school under study. Observation of selected events and the school environment helped to enrich the data. Data 
collected were transcribed and coded. The coded data were then refined into patterns and categorized according to 
some emerging themes.  
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4. Findings 
The data from the study revealed some interesting phenomena related to cluster school policy and practice.  The 
perspectives from the head teacher and six teachers have highlighted some important issues to be understood and 
tackled for effective implementation of the cluster school policy.  
4.1. Head teacher’s perspectives of the cluster school 
The head teacher Sabariah (pseudonym) revealed her predicament in a number of areas of school administration. 
These include the lack of autonomy, maintaining high standards, developing linkages and networks, and retaining 
teachers. Cluster schools were given autonomy in five areas, namely school management, human resource 
management, physical management, management and implementation of teaching and learning, and co-curriculum 
implementation and management. But to date, there is no indication of autonomy given to the cluster school in all 
the stated five areas. In certain areas such as school management, physical management, and co-curriculum she has 
a free hand but her decisions are restricted with regard to human resource management. This has very much reduced 
her powers to effect changes in managing the cluster school. Human resource management including teacher 
recruitment, teacher dismissal, teacher development, teacher appraisal, teacher benefits and rewards may also need 
closer study.  School funds management and physical reorganization will also become the responsibility of the head 
teacher. The management of curriculum and instruction and co-curriculum activities will take a new path. All these 
changes need a good amount of autonomy in the hands of the school head and management staff. Unfortunately, 
there is no sign of autonomy that will allow school people to move the cluster schools in the desired direction. 
The maintenance of high standards in all they do at all times is the greatest challenge to the school head. They 
have to perform and show steady progress in all three niche areas:  choral speaking, Arabic language, and brass 
band. The head, finds it tough to put up with the high standards as her school is no longer competing with peers but 
with the outside world. In order to maintain high standards and visibility, they have to go outside the school circle 
and showcase their talents in the public. For example, the school choral speaking troupe and the brass band were 
invited to perform at a seminar organized by Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) Malaysia, which was attended by KFC 
people from all over Malaysia. Looking out for such occasions and performing in public can be a pressure for the 
school people. 
Another key challenge to the cluster school is the development of international linkages and networks. In order 
to stay at the top rank as a cluster school, they have to have contacts and communication with organizations that 
may  have  similar  interests  or  niche  areas.  Last  year  they  paid  a  visit  to  Marymount  Convent  in  Singapore  for  a  
friendly visit and benchmarking best practices and exchanging ideas. In addition to these, they also performed 
cultural dances and choral speaking performance. The Rosewood school also has close links with the Japanese 
Education officials in Japan known as Tochigiken Kuoshoku Kyogikal.
One of the challenges the head teacher is faced with is retaining of teachers.  Sabariah seems to be very worried 
that she is losing the services of the experienced teachers when she says, “Unfortunately, some of the better teachers 
who have been trained and groomed by the school got transferred to other schools, either on promotion or due to 
heavy work pressure. As a result, the school is losing out on experienced teachers.”   
4.2. Teachers’ perspectives of cluster school 
Although the teacher participants in the study were generally happy about the cluster school idea, they were not 
without complaints and negative feelings about it. They seemed to be quite upset with the cluster school policy that 
placed high demands on them and the way it was organized and managed. From the interviews conducted with the 
senior assistants and regular teachers, a number of perspectives were derived. They raised several issues and 
difficulties such as increased workload, selection of students for the cluster schools, and recruitment of appropriate 
teachers.   
Increased workload is one of the biggest issues for almost every teacher in the school. For example, Teacher 
Yusuf said: “One thing for sure is additional workload, of course. I have my hands filled with all the responsibilities 
Suseela Malaklolunthu and Faizah Shamsudin / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1488–1492 1491
given such as the management of the school Brass Band, arranging training schedule on Saturdays, Sundays and 
also during the school holidays. This leaves me with no time to rest”. In highlighting the increased workload, 
another teacher, Fatimah, said: “I think they should send expert teachers to our school so that they can handle the 
academic side because now the teachers are being burdened with academic as well as the niche areas”.  
Another aspect that became an issue to the teachers is the selection of students for the cluster school.  Since 
cluster school is supposed to be performing exceptionally well in academics as well as selected niche areas, teachers 
expected to have academically well placed students recruited into the school. Unfortunately, this was not the case. 
As Yusuf expressed, “When the school became one of the first cluster schools in the country, we were told that we 
would be given some autonomy, like choosing the students and also the teachers, but that is not happening. Now, we 
still have many remedial students to handle. It’s stressful. This frustration is reiterated by another teacher, Roziah, 
who commented that “It is stressful when there are still many students in the remedial classes”.  
Just as the selection of ‘good’ students for the cluster school, teachers too must be thoroughly selected to cope 
with the demands of the cluster school expectations. Teacher quality is of utmost importance in the academic 
achievements of students (Caldwell & Harris, 2008; Malakolunthu, 2007). Since the quality and competency of 
teachers will determine the student achievement, it is imperative that the right kinds of teachers are selected for the 
cluster schools. Teachers in general were not clear about the cluster school status and its expectations with regard to 
quality teachers. The steady drop in the Primary School Assessment Examination (PSAE) performance became a 
serious matter of concern for the school management. In the past, prior to becoming a cluster school, student 
performance in the PSAE has been high but currently it is declining. The reason for this is attributed to the lower 
attention paid to academics and more time and attention being drawn by the niche areas. This is clearly expressed by 
Roziah, a teacher who is unhappy with the way the school financial allocation and time is being spent, and that the 
school’s performance in the PSAE is declining, when she said, “One of the reason being too much time, money and 
efforts are being spent on the niche areas, so serious focus is no longer on academic excellence.  
Whenever a new school concept or new school design such as the cluster school is introduced, it invariably 
requires the key policy implementers, in this case the teachers, to have thorough understanding and knowledge about 
the new processes (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Fullan, 1991). This is crucial to help the staff members to quickly gear 
themselves up to perform according to the new expectations.  In the case of the cluster school teachers, the 
preparation to work in the new cluster school environment was not provided.  As teacher Vimala said, “Yes, I think 
the teachers need to be given more inputs about cluster school, through courses because we are not clear of what is 
expected from us to develop the niche areas”.  Another teacher, Siew Kee added that the teachers have not been 
well-informed on the full workings of the cluster school. They do not know what is expected of them and what the 
cluster school can offer them. They hoped for clear information about the cluster school policy and operations.  
5. Discussion 
The analysis of data based on the head teacher’s and teachers’ perspectives with regard to the cluster school 
initiative have shed some light on the management issues and challenges. The cluster school concept fundamentally 
requires site-based management and much autonomy to make decisions (World Bank, 2007). Unfortunately, the 
concept of cluster school did not follow with the freedom of choice for the head teacher as originally promised. For 
example, the head teacher was supposed to have been given a free hand in hiring of good teachers and firing of 
under-performing teachers. But this was not the case with the cluster school. The head teacher did not have any 
power to choose or hire teachers who would be best suited for the cluster school niche areas and also freely increase 
the number of teachers as may be required by the school. There was also no sign of recruiting expert teachers that 
may be necessary to cope with the academic demands on student performance for excellence. Also the existing 
teachers were overworked or burdened with both academics as well as niche areas.  Some teachers who could not 
face the heavy work demands of the cluster school asked for transfer. This very much affected the teacher-student 
ratio and placed more burdens on the shoulders of the remaining teachers.  
The goal of the Rosewood cluster school is to produce excellent students in academics as well as in selected 
niche areas. Producing excellent students in all these areas is not an easy task unless the school has the freedom to 
choose or select students of good standing. If students of mixed abilities are enrolled in the school, it may place 
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heavy demands on the teachers to help weaker students excel in academics and at the same time assisting good 
students to become excellent in academics and in the selected niche areas. The declining performance in the Primary 
School Assessment Examination (PSAE) public examination at Rosewood Primary school was not a positive sign. 
Historically, this school has been well established with excellent academic results. But now, after becoming a cluster 
school, the results are dropping.  
Management of funds was another challenge to the cluster school administration. This is the first time the 
schools under the “clusters” have been given a large sum of money (RM 500,000.00) to be self managed for the 
development of the niche areas. The responsibility of managing big amount of funds in the right direction with 
transparency and accountability became a huge burden. Careful and calculated decisions need to be made with 
regard to fund allocation and distribution. Money management is a new skill that needs to be learned and be 
accounted for by the cluster school people for efficient mobilization and use of resources.       
Finally, it is crucial to pay attention to the leadership development of the head teacher for the changes that are 
happening at the cluster school. Transformational leadership practices are important for a new initiative like the 
cluster school to help the school people and community cope with the shift paradigm and move on with the new 
concept of ‘school-based management for effective results. Development of clear vision shared by all stakeholders, 
and the continuous support and motivation provided to all members of the school becomes imperative.  
6. Conclusion 
Cluster school management for excellence is a big task and a challenge as well for the school head and teachers.  
The school-based management requires clarity of goals agreed and accepted by the school community and has the 
real power to influence the issues and decisions made by them. In order to effect any changes, the school people 
should be able to make decisions and implement initiatives as planned. The success of SBM also lies in the degree 
of trust that exists among the school community members. Open and honest interaction among members and 
inclusion of every member in decision making is also imperative for the successful operation of a cluster school. In
addition to these, attention must be given to teacher recruitment and retention, student performance improvement, 
fund management, and educational process transformation. Key decisions about human resource management, 
student performance, budgeting and transparency in finance, and restructuring of instructional practices are crucial 
for establishing successful cluster schools.  The learning and mental reorientation of the school people and the 
autonomy and resources provided by the Ministry of Education, should be systemic in nature in order to make the 
‘cluster school’ policy a success. 
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